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Mained A Strict Policy When It it came to expanding its influence overseas,
asserting its dominance in the Caribbean and Pacific regions, and shaping its
foreign policy to reflect emerging imperial ambitions. This period marked a
pivotal moment in American history, setting the stage for the Spanish-
American War and transforming the United States from a primarily continental
power into an emerging global empire. Understanding the policies and events
that characterized this era provides valuable insight into how the U.S.
navigated complex international relationships and justified its expansionist
tendencies.

The Context of U.S. Expansionism Before 1898

Economic Motivations and Imperial Aspirations
In the late 19th century, America was undergoing rapid industrialization,
which created an insatiable demand for new markets and raw materials. The
U.S. looked beyond its borders to find opportunities for trade and
investment, especially in strategically located territories. The desire to
access Asian markets, secure naval bases, and establish influence in the
Caribbean fueled the push toward overseas expansion.

Key economic motivations included:
- Opening new markets for American goods
- Securing sources of raw materials like sugar, tobacco, and minerals
- Establishing coaling stations and naval bases for maritime dominance

Ideological Foundations and Public Sentiment
The period was also characterized by an ideological shift towards manifest
destiny and Anglo-Saxon superiority, which justified imperial pursuits as a
moral obligation to civilize and uplift other nations. Influential voices,
including journalists and politicians, promoted the idea that the U.S. had a
duty to spread its values and institutions.

Public sentiment was further galvanized by:
- The influence of "Yellow Journalism" sensationalizing foreign conflicts
- The publication of ideas promoting American exceptionalism
- The desire to compete with European imperial powers like Britain, France,
and Germany



Major Policies and Actions Before 1898

The Monroe Doctrine and Its Reinforcement
Initially articulated in 1823, the Monroe Doctrine asserted that European
interference in the Americas would be viewed as a threat to U.S. security.
Leading up to 1898, this doctrine was increasingly used to justify American
intervention and influence in the Caribbean and Central America, often
interpreted as a U.S. right to supervise regional affairs.

The Roosevelt Corollary
While officially established in 1904, the ideas underpinning the Roosevelt
Corollary—an extension of the Monroe Doctrine—began to take shape in the
years before 1898. It declared that the U.S. would intervene in Latin
American nations to maintain stability and order, especially when European
creditors were involved.

The Spanish-American War and Its Prelude
The conflict with Spain was the culmination of these policies. Several key
events led to war:
- The sinking of the USS Maine in Havana Harbor in 1898, which inflamed
American public opinion
- Sensationalist journalism depicting Spanish atrocities in Cuba
- Political pressure to act in support of Cuban independence

The Role of Naval Power and the Influence of
Alfred Thayer Mahan

Strategic Naval Expansion
A central element of U.S. policy was building a powerful navy capable of
projecting force globally. The idea was championed by Alfred Thayer Mahan,
whose 1890 book, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, argued that control
of the sea was vital for national greatness.

Main points of naval policy included:
- Modernizing the U.S. Navy
- Acquiring overseas colonies for coaling stations
- Establishing a network of naval bases across the Caribbean and Pacific



The Impact of Mahan’s Ideas
Mahan’s theories influenced policymakers to view naval strength as essential
for imperial ambitions. This led to:
- The construction of new battleships and cruisers
- Increased funding for naval expansion
- Strategic planning for overseas presence

Key Territories and U.S. Interventions

The Caribbean: Cuba and Puerto Rico
The U.S. maintained a keen interest in Cuba, where unrest against Spain
threatened American economic interests and regional stability. The U.S.
supported Cuban independence movements and intervened in the Spanish-American
War.

Major points:
- U.S. influence in Cuba's political affairs
- The Platt Amendment, which allowed U.S. intervention in Cuba after the war
- The annexation of Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines after the war

The Philippines and Pacific Expansion
The Philippines was a Spanish colony that became a focal point of American
imperial ambitions. The U.S. justified its annexation based on strategic
considerations and the desire to spread civilization.

Significant aspects:
- The Battle of Manila Bay in 1898, a decisive U.S. victory
- The subsequent Philippine-American War
- The establishment of naval bases in Guam and Hawaii

Strict Policy and Its Manifestations

Enforcement of the Monroe Doctrine and Anti-
Interventionist Sentiments
While the U.S. aimed to expand influence, it also maintained a policy of
strict enforcement of its doctrines to prevent European encroachment. This
included:
- Resisting European attempts to reassert control in Latin America
- Using diplomatic and military means to assert dominance in the Caribbean



Trade Policies and Tariffs
Protectionist policies, including high tariffs, were used to promote domestic
industries while controlling foreign influence.

Diplomatic Strategies
The U.S. adopted assertive diplomacy, often backed by military readiness, to
achieve its expansionist goals while maintaining a stance of strength and
resolve.

Conclusion: The Path to 1898 and Beyond
In the years leading up to 1898, the United States adopted a strict and
strategic policy aimed at asserting its influence, expanding its naval power,
and establishing overseas colonies. This era was marked by a blend of
ideological motivations, economic interests, and strategic considerations.
The policies and actions taken during this period not only set the stage for
the Spanish-American War but also signaled the beginning of America's
emergence as a global imperial power. As the nation moved into the 20th
century, these policies would evolve, but the foundational principles of
asserting dominance and expanding influence remained central to American
foreign policy.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main focus of U.S. foreign policy in
the years leading up to 1898?
The United States primarily pursued a policy of strict neutrality and non-
intervention in foreign conflicts, while gradually expanding its influence
through economic and territorial acquisitions.

How did the United States' foreign policy change in
the years leading up to 1898?
The U.S. shifted from a policy of strict neutrality to more assertive
actions, including the annexation of Hawaii, the Spanish-American War, and
increased involvement in the Caribbean and Pacific regions.



What role did the policy of 'Maine' play in U.S.
actions before 1898?
The sinking of the USS Maine in Havana Harbor in 1898 was a catalyst that
shifted U.S. policy from cautious neutrality to active intervention, leading
to the Spanish-American War.

Why did the United States adopt a strict policy
before 1898, and what were its limitations?
The U.S. aimed to avoid entanglements in European conflicts and focus on
domestic growth, but this limited its influence abroad and delayed
involvement in emerging global conflicts until its policies shifted.

How did public opinion influence U.S. foreign policy
in the lead-up to 1898?
Growing nationalist sentiments, sensational journalism, and the desire to
spread American influence pushed public opinion toward more assertive foreign
policies, culminating in support for intervention in Cuba and the Spanish-
American War.

Additional Resources
In the years leading up to 1898, the United States maintained a strict policy
when it came to foreign intervention, imperial expansion, and the protection
of its national interests. This period marked a pivotal transition from a
relatively isolated nation to an emerging global power, characterized by
cautious diplomacy, strategic military readiness, and a desire to assert
influence beyond its borders. The policies enacted during this era laid the
groundwork for the subsequent Spanish-American War and the broader imperial
ambitions of the United States. In this article, we explore the various
facets of America's strict policy approach in these formative years,
analyzing the political, military, economic, and diplomatic dimensions that
shaped its foreign relations during this critical period.>

Historical Context Leading to 1898

The End of the 19th Century and American
Expansionism
The closing decades of the 19th century were marked by rapid
industrialization, economic growth, and territorial acquisitions for the
United States. The nation’s expansionist mindset was influenced heavily by



the ideals of Manifest Destiny, which posited that Americans were destined to
spread across the North American continent and beyond. This era saw the
emergence of a more assertive foreign policy, driven by the desire for new
markets, resources, and strategic naval bases.

The Influence of Social and Political Factors
Domestically, a combination of political conservatism and nationalistic
fervor fueled a cautious yet assertive foreign policy. Politicians and
military leaders believed that maintaining a strong military and strict
diplomatic stance was essential to protect American interests and prevent
European interference in the Western Hemisphere. Additionally, the rise of
anti-Spanish sentiment and the desire to support Cuban independence reflected
the evolving national identity and moral considerations influencing foreign
policy decisions.

The Monroe Doctrine and Its Reinforcement

The Foundations of American Foreign Policy in the
Western Hemisphere
The Monroe Doctrine, articulated in 1823, served as a cornerstone of American
foreign policy. It proclaimed that the Western Hemisphere was off-limits to
new European colonization and intervention. Throughout the late 19th century,
the United States reinforced this doctrine, asserting its role as the
protector of the hemisphere’s stability.

Strict Enforcement and Limitations
Despite its diplomatic rhetoric, the U.S. maintained a cautious approach,
ready to intervene militarily if its interests or regional stability were
threatened. The Monroe Doctrine was often invoked selectively, reflecting a
strategic patience and a desire to avoid unnecessary conflicts while
asserting dominance.

Strategies of Diplomacy and Military
Preparedness

Diplomatic Policies with Latin America and Europe
U.S. diplomacy during this era was characterized by a combination of firmness
and prudence. The nation sought to establish friendly relations with Latin



American countries, often backed by the implicit threat of military
intervention if their sovereignty was challenged. Relations with European
powers, particularly in the context of colonial rivalries and economic
interests, were handled with a strict adherence to protecting American
spheres of influence.

Military Buildup and Naval Power
One of the most significant elements of America’s strict policy was the
emphasis on military preparedness. The late 19th century saw a substantial
increase in the size and sophistication of the U.S. Navy, driven by the
belief that naval strength was crucial to protecting American interests
abroad. The construction of modern battleships, such as those in the "Great
White Fleet," symbolized this shift toward a more assertive military posture.

Economic Interests and the Drive for
Imperialism

Protecting American Commerce
Economic considerations played a central role in shaping U.S. foreign policy.
As American industries expanded, there was a concerted effort to secure
markets and access to raw materials. Strict policies were often employed to
safeguard economic interests, including the imposition of tariffs, trade
restrictions, and the establishment of protectorates.

Acquisition of Strategic Territories
The desire to establish strategic footholds led to territorial acquisitions
such as Hawaii, the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico. These territories
provided naval bases, coaling stations, and access to newly opened markets,
exemplifying America’s cautious yet aggressive pursuit of imperial expansion.

The Cuban Question and the Path to War

The Cuban Revolution and American Response
Cuba’s fight for independence from Spain became a focal point of American
foreign policy. While the U.S. officially adopted a policy of neutrality,
there was significant public and political support for intervention,
especially among those advocating for moral responsibility and strategic
interests.



Strict Policies Toward Spain and Cuba
The U.S. maintained a firm stance of neutrality but also implemented strict
economic sanctions and diplomatic pressure on Spain. The sinking of the USS
Maine in Havana Harbor in 1898 served as a catalyst, galvanizing American
public opinion and pushing the government toward intervention.

The Lead-up to the Spanish-American War

Military Readiness and Strategic Planning
As tensions escalated, the U.S. mobilized its naval forces, positioning ships
strategically in the Caribbean and Pacific. Military preparedness was
paramount, reflecting a policy of strict readiness to respond swiftly to any
outbreak of hostilities.

Diplomatic Maneuvering and International Positioning
Diplomatically, the U.S. leveraged its influence to garner support or at
least neutrality from European powers. The declaration of war in April 1898
marked the culmination of decades of cautious but firm policies aimed at
asserting U.S. dominance in the Caribbean and Pacific.

Analysis of the Strict Policy Approach

Strengths of the Policy
- Strategic Deterrence: The emphasis on military preparedness and diplomatic
firmness effectively deterred European interference and safeguarded American
interests.
- Gradual Expansion: A cautious approach allowed the U.S. to expand its
territories and influence without provoking large-scale conflicts
prematurely.
- Protection of Economic Interests: Strict policies ensured the protection
and expansion of American commerce and resource access.

Challenges and Criticisms
- Risk of Escalation: Strict policies sometimes heightened tensions, risking
unintended conflicts, as seen in the lead-up to 1898.
- Moral and Ethical Concerns: The imperialist undertones and interventionist
policies raised questions about America's role as a moral leader.
- Domestic Opposition: Not all Americans supported aggressive expansion,



leading to political debates about interventionism versus isolationism.

Conclusion: The Legacy of America's Strict
Policy Pre-1898

The years leading up to 1898 were characterized by a deliberate, measured,
and often cautious approach to foreign policy, reflecting a nation eager to
assert its influence while avoiding unnecessary conflicts. The policies
enacted during this period—rooted in strategic diplomacy, military
preparedness, and economic protection—set the stage for America's emergence
as a global imperial power. While these policies achieved significant
territorial and strategic gains, they also sparked ongoing debates about
America's role in the world and the ethics of intervention. Understanding
this complex, multifaceted policy landscape offers critical insights into the
origins of American foreign policy and the geopolitical dynamics that shaped
the dawn of the 20th century.
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